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To all who played a part in the accomplishments chronicled within, and to those who will carry the torch into the future, I dedicate this book to you.
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The “Hellenism in the Heartland” series, published by Greek American Press, chronicles the legacy of Greek-American Community Services (GACS) and the early histories of its two related organizations, the Greek-American Nursing Home Committee (GANHC) and the Coalition of Limited English Speaking Elderly (CLESE). It also offers a glimpse into Hellenic life in Chicago during this era (1980s-2000s); a time of increased cultural appreciation and awareness, renewed ethnic pride, and unprecedented achievement.

Authored by John Psiharis, who was GACS co-founder, president, and executive director; with the active involvement of Dr. Elaine Thomopoulos; who served as GACS co-founder, vice president, administrator, and cultural arts program director; this series includes photos, ephemera, detailed timelines, and who’s who listings for each organization. John and Elaine’s experiences, recollections, and files, provide a comprehensive history of GACS and insider accounts of how the GANHC achieved what some thought impossible, the fulfillment of the community’s long-held dream of establishing a Greek-American nursing home.

The first in this series, Working to Preserve Our Heritage: The Incredible Legacy of Greek-American Community Services, meticulously details the dynamic history of GACS, which in its day, celebrated, promoted, and preserved Greek American cultural heritage though far-ranging public programs in the arts and humanities, touched the lives of thousands through its social services, introduced adult day care as a viable care option for the community, helped build better interethnic understanding and cooperation, and gave birth to the committee that established Chicago’s Greek-American Nursing Home. The early years of the Coalition of Limited English Speaking Elderly (CLESE), an organization GACS played a key role in launching, are also described. 

Breaking Ground: The Inside Story of Chicago’s Greek Nursing Home Movement, the second in the series, recounts the groundbreaking efforts of the GANHC to establish a Greek American nursing home. This book, in intimate detail, tells the story of how this monumental project came to fruition. John and Elaine’s involvement as co-founders and board members throughout this time provides a unique vantage point for this narrative. It is scheduled for release in 2024.

The third, Hellenes in the Windy City: The Greeks in Chicago - 1980-2000, co-authored by John Psiharis and Elaine Thomopoulos, is a snapshot of Greek life in Chicago during the time of GACS, including profiles, photos, and ephemera of some of the more prominent individuals and organizations of the era. It is planned for late 2024. 

BREAKING GROUND: THE INSIDE STORY OF CHICAGO’S GREEK NURSING HOME MOVEMENT 


[image: image]On a cold and snowy evening in December 1982, motivated by the lofty Hellenic ideals of philotimo and philoxenia, a diverse and dynamic group of Greek Americans founded Greek-American Community Services and launched a groundbreaking movement that established the second nursing home in the United States to be owned and operated by and for the Greek community.




Forty years after that first meeting, and 20 years after the opening of the Greek American Rehabilitation and Care Centre, John Psiharis, with substantial involvement from Dr. Elaine Thomopoulos, recounts the history of this monumental undertaking through their unique perspectives as co-founders of Greek-American Community Services and the Greek-American Nursing Home Committee, where they served as board members from inception through 2006. 

From that first meeting through construction and opening, this book details the struggles and successes in achieving this monumental goal. The early years, rallying the community behind this effort, site selection, obtaining zoning and approvals, raising funds, obtaining financing, groundbreaking, construction, and opening festivities are all covered. There were setbacks as well, ranging from Chicago politicians who offered an environmentally contaminated property in place of a promised location, to internal disagreements, opening pains, and crushing debt that needed to be urgently fixed. This diligent group persevered and navigated these severe challenges to accomplish the dream. 

Of the nursing home, a newspaper of the day proclaimed: “The creation of this center united the Chicagoland Greek Americans as no other project or cause has in these times.” Today, the nursing home is consistently rated as one of the best in the state of Illinois. 

COMING SOON

HELLENES IN THE WINDY CITY: THE GREEKS IN CHICAGO 1980-2000

[image: image]The 1980s through 2000s were momentous times for some 240,000 Greek Americans living in Chicagoland. After decades of working to establish themselves in the U.S., the fruits of their labors were becoming apparent. Greeks had become the highest educated and second wealthiest ethnic group in the U.S. 

It was a time of progress, promise, assimilation, ethnic pride, and accomplishment. In Chicago, Greek Americans owned countless restaurants and stores as well as many other businesses of all types and sizes. They excelled in medicine, law, government, academics, the sciences, and the arts and humanities. Churches and organizations were integral to Greek-American society. It is noteworthy that this era gave birth to two massive Chicago-based community projects, the National Hellenic Museum and the Greek American Rehabilitation and Care Centre. 

John Psiharis and Elaine Thomopoulos, co-founders of Greek-American Community Services and the Greek-American Nursing Home Committee, join forces as co-authors, to chronicle Chicago’s Greek community during this pivotal time in its history. Pictures and ephemera add to this story as do extensive listings of business owners, professionals, politicians, academics, artists, and others of the era. Biographies of a number of individuals and organizations that were influential in the community at this time are also included.
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John Psiharis was co-founder, president, and executive director of Greek-American Community Services from inception through 2002 and served on the Greek-American Nursing Home Committee from inception through 2006. He was a founding member and two-time past president of the Coalition of Limited English Speaking Elderly.

John’s professional activities have included serving as coordinator of community services for the Community Advocacy Network of Lutheran Social Services of Illinois, senior services director at the Hyde Park Neighborhood Club, and executive director of the Bosnian and Herzegovinian American Community Center. He is currently the executive director of the Irving Park Community Food Pantry; a position he has held since 2008.

John was appointed by three Chicago mayors (Washington, Sawyer, and Daley) to serve as a member of the Chicago Community Development Advisory Committee and completed a three-year term as chairman of the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs City Arts-Social Services Grants Committee. He was a board member of the Chicago Council for Justice for Cyprus and twice elected community representative to the William Howard Taft High School Local School Council, from which he is an alumnus. He holds a Bachelor of Arts in Human Services degree from the National College of Education (National Louis University) and pursued graduate studies in public administration at Roosevelt University.

John is founder and CEO of Psihco, LLC. and publisher of its Greek American Press imprint, and is co-owner of Big Helpers, Inc., a Chicago-based award-winning business he co-founded. He was a consultant to the Loyola University of Chicago School of Education, Metropolitan Asian Family Services, America’s Disabled, Fuji Television Network of Japan, and several other organizations and businesses of various types and sizes.

John’s writings have appeared in Ergon, the Greek Press, Greek Star, Hellenic Chronicle, The National Herald, and WindyCityGreek.com. He has written chapters in Organizing a Volunteer Program Serving the Elderly, The ABCs of ADCs, and Modern Greece. He is the author of Working to Preserve Our Heritage: The Incredible Legacy of Greek-American Community Services. 

Elaine Thomopoulos was co-founder, vice president, and administrator of Greek-American Community Services from inception through 1990. She was also a consultant to the Cultural & Arts Program and held the position of Cultural & Arts Program director on a part-time basis from 2000-2002. Elaine was a member of the Greek-American Nursing Home Committee from inception through 2004 and served as second vice president through much of that time.

Elaine earned a Ph.D. in psychology from the Illinois Institute of Technology and was the first director of social services for the Hellenic Foundation. She served as project director of both the Community Advocacy Network and its Assyrian Project for the Elderly, programs of Lutheran Social Services of Illinois. Elaine was a consultant to the Assyrian Universal Alliance Foundation and Chicago project director of “Innovative Approaches to Dissemination of Caregiver Information through Ethnic and Religious Groups,” a joint project of the American Jewish Committee Institute and Catholic University. 

Elaine was the project director for the “Greek-American Women of Illinois” project sponsored by the Greek-Women’s University Club and funded by the Illinois Humanities Council, and the Berrien County Historical Association’s “Greeks of Berrien County, Michigan Project,” which was funded by the Michigan Humanities Council.

Elaine was managing editor of special issues “Books” and “Scientists” for The National Herald, a Greek American newspaper. She has also published articles about Greeks and Greek Americans in scholarly journals, as well as newspapers and magazines.

Elaine served as editor of Organizing a Volunteer Program to Serve the Elderly and Greek-American Pioneer Women of Illinois. She is the author of Images of America: St. Joseph and Benton Harbor, Resorts of Berrien County, The History of Greece, and Legendary Locals of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor. Most recently she was editor of Modern Greece, published in 2021.
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The idea for this series of books first came about when I discovered several envelopes with photos in a box that I hadn’t seen in quite some time. As I looked through the snapshots and thought about the people and stories behind each picture, I realized that in the coming years, few would know who these people were, or their part in the story of Greek-American Community Services (GACS) and the nursing home movement. Much of what they worked so hard to achieve would be unknown to future generations. In large and small ways, they gave unselfishly of their time, talent, and treasure, and in so many other ways, to this legacy.

A few weeks later, I attended a meeting at the Greek-American Rehabilitation and Care Centre (GARCC). It was my first visit to the facility in several years, and I was impressed by how far they had come. As I contemplated the Wall of Honor on prominent display in the lobby, I again realized that the stories of those who were memorialized on this Wall will be lost to those in the coming decades who will assume responsibility for the GARCC. I expect that future generations will continue to benefit from the GARCC but will never know the challenges encountered and sacrifices made by so many to realize the long-held dream of opening the nation’s second Greek American nursing home. The first Greek nursing home, the Hellenic Nursing Home for the Aged in Canton, Massachusetts, opened in 1973 and is run by the Hellenic Women’s Benevolent Association. It is now known as the Hellenic Nursing Home and Rehabilitation Center. 

Nationally, there were three Greek-operated retirement homes. The oldest, St. Michael’s Home, currently located in Long Island, New York, was established in 1958 and is owned and operated by the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America. Hollywood House, operated by the Hellenic Foundation, opened in 1973 and catered to seniors in Chicago. The building was sold in 2007 to the Heartland Alliance for Housing which provides affordable housing to lower-income seniors. 

On June 6, 2023, the Chicago Tribune reported that Heartland Alliance for Housing, which managed some 800 units of affordable housing, including Hollywood House, went into receivership. The organization blamed restrictions on rent collections imposed during the COVID pandemic and price inflation related to labor, utilities, and other expenses. Their buildings had a good number of building code violations as well. The American Hellenic Educational Progressive Association (AHEPA) opened a senior housing facility in St. Louis and eventually established properties in other parts of the country.

Initially, I created a Facebook page as a means of sharing some of these photos and the stories behind them but soon realized that this was not enough. Facebook only allowed brief descriptions of photos that were a snapshot in time and not the story of the organizations or their accomplishments. 

It became apparent that these memories needed to be preserved and set into context for the story of GACS to be properly told. Further, this is not just the story of GACS; it is also a glimpse into Chicago’s Greek community during the latter part of the twentieth century. As a co-founder of both organizations, executive director of GACS throughout much of its existence, and as a member of the GANHC board from inception through 2006, I grew to realize that there was no one more appropriate to tell this story and that if I didn’t do this, no one else could or would.

Elaine Thomopoulos was also there from day one. She was co-founder of both organizations and at various times served as GACS vice president and administrator when we shared leadership of the organization from inception through 1990, 

[image: image]

and continued to lend her support after leaving the administrator role. In later years, she served as a consultant and director of the Cultural & Arts [image: image]Program. Elaine was a board member and second vice president of the GANHC from inception through 2004. Since we were involved in different facets of these organizations, we each had unique experiences and memories to contribute to this project. Forty years after the founding of GACS, I am overjoyed to have had this opportunity to once again connect with Elaine and to be able to share the story and legacy of GACS in such a comprehensive manner! 

I first met Elaine when I was 12 years old and volunteered at the Hellenic Foundation while Tessie Cantos, my uncle’s wife, who raised me with her husband Alexander, worked as the job placement counselor and office manager. Elaine, as director of social services, was her supervisor. I helped to coordinate a health education lecture series, health fairs, and a summer youth tutoring program as both a volunteer and later as a paid part-time staff member. 

In 1982, Elaine left the Hellenic Foundation and became project director of the Community Advocacy Network (CAN), a program of Lutheran Social Services of Illinois (LSSI) focused on helping senior citizens access needed benefits or services through trained volunteers. CAN operated the Assyrian Project for the Elderly, teen-chore and telephone reassurance programs, community workshops, in-service training, and other programs. I followed Elaine to CAN. Tessie remained at the Hellenic Foundation for several years after that.

In 1983, as a CAN volunteer, I began to help with fundraising and then was hired part-time to be the coordinator of development where I helped organize fundraising events such as Hike/Bike-a-thons, house party benefits at Elaine’s house, and a membership drive. I then became the coordinator of community services at CAN.

As Elaine and I worked together at CAN, we had occasional conversations about the Greek community and the social service and cultural needs within it. The Hellenic Foundation was doing a good job of meeting many of the community’s needs, but there were areas of concern that were not being addressed. At a certain point, a vision of what would become GACS emerged. 

Over lunches at Demetrios, Mr. James, Mr. Steer, The Alps, and several Chinese and Thai restaurants that were near CAN’s Portage Park office, the concept took shape. In the coming weeks, we contacted people we thought would be interested and invited them to an exploratory meeting to discuss this in greater detail. I arranged with Pol Gavaris, proprietor of the Elysion Restaurant, to use the back room of his restaurant for a meeting on December 14, 1982. It was the first of several meetings that resulted in the founding of Greek-American Community Services and set into motion what became the Greek-American Rehabilitation & Care Centre in Wheeling, Illinois. 

In 1985, the nursing home endeavor spun off from GACS into its own organization, the Greek-American Nursing Home Committee (GANHC), with many of us serving on both boards. In 2002, 19 years after the founding of GACS, the nursing home opened its doors.

Over the coming years, GACS offered an impressive array of cultural programming that lived up to its motto of “Working to Preserve our Heritage.” Be it film festivals, conferences, and traveling museum exhibits or lectures, classes, and demonstrations, the acclaimed GACS Cultural & Arts Program reached across the state and touched the lives of thousands who attended or participated in the many programs that were offered. 

Concern for the elderly was apparent early on with the establishment of a volunteer friendly-visiting program, English-as-a-Second Language (ESL) classes, and community education lectures held during the St. Demetrios Young at Heart senior citizen’s group meetings. GACS coordinated Greek community participation in a groundbreaking needs assessment of Chicago’s ethnic elderly. Services were enhanced when the Community Advocacy Network (CAN), initially a program of Lutheran Social Services of Illinois, merged with GACS in 1987 and added to the services the organization offered to seniors. 

In 1990, GACS launched Northwest Chicago Senior Care, first located at Alvernia Place and subsequently at 3940 N. Pulaski Road. At the time, it was the only adult day care center on Chicago’s northwest side and the first in the nation focused on serving the Greek elderly. GACS briefly launched a chore/housekeeping program, helped usher in Chicago’s Benefits Eligibility Checklist (BEC), and assisted thousands to receive assistance in paying their utility bills. Although they did not come to fruition, GACS explored, considered, or initiated planning for a meals-on-wheels program, a Golden Diner’s congregate dining program, and several other initiatives.

Along the way, GACS worked with most Greek organizations and established dialogues and close working relationships with many ethnic communities in Chicago including Assyrians, Blacks, Chinese, Hispanics, Italians, Jews, Koreans, Latinos, Polish, Ukrainians, Vietnamese, and others. 

Additional efforts to collaborate with ethnic communities were apparent with the creation of the Coalition of Limited English Speaking Elderly (CLESE), of which GACS played a key role and was a founding member. CLESE grew into an unprecedented coalition of leaders of organizations representing most ethnic groups that resided in the metropolitan Chicago area and became a national model of inter-ethnic cooperation that was replicated in other parts of the country. The collaborative spirit and common purpose of CLESE members led to major improvements in service provision to limited and non-English speaking elderly.

In later years, GACS encountered financial difficulties as a result of continued late payments from the state, limitations in fundraising due to the GANHC capital campaign kicking into high gear and the impending opening of the nursing home, a concurrent drive to raise money for the construction of the National Hellenic Museum, and efforts by the Greek Orthodox Diocese of Chicago to establish a monastery and retreat center in Racine, Wisconsin. It was under these challenging circumstances that the GACS Board made the difficult decision to close its doors. Eventually, the owed funds were received, and outstanding bills were settled.

Although disheartened, there was no time to rest. All eyes were focused on the impending opening of the nursing home. After years of blood, sweat, and tears, the home was about to become a reality. 

With zero dollars and little experience, this group set out to accomplish what many thought was not possible; building a Greek American nursing home for the elders of our community that treated them with dignity and respect and honored their culture, heritage, life experiences, preferences, and language. It would be a home that would care for them irrespective of one’s ability to pay.

After years of laying the groundwork, fundraising, and considering several suitable locations; we thought we found the ideal place, North Park Village on Chicago’s northwest side. Despite several years of intensive efforts and expense, the project ultimately became a victim of Chicago's “pay to play” politics. The land the city originally offered was substituted for a piece of property that held leaking underground fuel tanks that posed a toxic environmental hazard. The land that the GANHC had initially been offered and bid on went to a politically connected developer.

As they say, everything happens for a reason. After the North Park Village fiasco, the committee cast a wider net into the suburbs where it was believed this project would receive better consideration. Soon, we came across the eight-acre site in Wheeling, Illinois where the Greek-American Rehabilitation and Care Centre is now located.

Buying the land was the easy part! The GANHC needed to secure a Certificate of Need (CON) from the state, obtain zoning approvals, establish and nurture community support, launch a multi-million-dollar fundraising campaign, arrange financing, finalize designs, select contractors, manage the construction process, hire staff, identify residents, and of course, open and operate a nursing home.

Along the way, there were victories and setbacks as we navigated uncharted waters. Each milestone that was achieved presented a new round of opportunities and challenges. Through it all, the GANHC galvanized support for what was an unparalleled community-wide effort that united generations of Greek Americans in a common purpose. 

It had been a long-term vision to establish a Greek Village on the GANHC campus in connection with the nursing home. We envisioned a community that encompassed skilled nursing care, assisted living, independent living, adult day care, a senior center, intergenerational programming, and meals-on-wheels prepared from the nursing home kitchen, with opportunities for joint activities and programming within this spectrum. We foresaw purchasing the surrounding land as it became available to create this campus. I’m delighted that in 2018, the GARCC moved a big step closer to fulfilling this dream when it purchased the former Wheeling Senior Center and an adjacent professional medical center building. 

This series of books includes individual and shared recollections that Elaine Thomopoulos, John Rassogianis, and I had, as well as a detailed chronological history of GACS and the GANHC. There are also listings of key people and supporters for each organization. Four decades have passed, and for certain events or people, there are vivid memories and for others, they are foggy at best. Extensive research helped fill in the details and, in some cases, brought to light other memories or events. 

In researching and writing this book, Elaine and I have scoured our collective files related to GACS, GANHC, and CLESE and reviewed hundreds of photos, documents, press clippings, notes, board and committee meeting minutes, appointment calendars, correspondence, and publicity materials that helped to tell this story. A few matters, conversations, or details deemed confidential at the time are not included but may be touched upon in the book based on information that was partially or subsequently available in the public domain or discussed during an open board of directors meeting. No client names were used, except for those that had been mentioned in public or the media at the time. 

Many of the photos were taken by Instamatic, Polaroid, pocket, or disposable cameras that were not of the quality that we are accustomed to today. Additionally, over the years, the condition of some of the photos deteriorated. When possible, the photos were enhanced to improve their quality. With each of these photos, a determination was made that the documents, people, or activities depicted in the picture were of enough significance to be included, even if the photo wasn’t top-notch. 

One conundrum encountered time and again was the spelling of names. Some names were spelled in more than one way and years later it is difficult to confirm the correct spelling. Examples of this include: Yannis and Yiannis, Yorgos and Yiorgos, Kosta and Costa, Dimitrios and Demetrios, Spiro, Spyro, and Spero, Rigas and Regas, Maniates and Maniatis, Soteria and Sotiria, and the list goes on. In quoted texts, the names are spelled as they appeared in the newspaper article or document being cited. When possible, letterheads, correspondence, ad books, and online searches were used to determine the spelling used in the narrative. Unfortunately, with an undertaking of this nature, it is inevitable that despite these painstaking efforts, errors will occur.

Another mystery that we have been unable to solve with certainty, was the name of the GACS traveling museum exhibition. The name of the funded project was “O Cosmos: The Private Lives and Public Celebrations of the Greeks in Illinois 1880s – 1980s.” There are also references to the years listed as 1886-1992. There is also mention of the “Heartland of Hellenism: The Greeks in Illinois 1880 to 1950” exhibit. The years in the title for this exhibit were listed as 1886-1924 or alternately as 1886-1954. 

Neither Elaine nor I remember the reason for the different names or why there are discrepancies in the years. I also consulted Steve Frangos, the grant writer and researcher for this project, who has no recollection of this. One possibility is that Heartland was a precursor, or preview, to the larger O Cosmos exhibit. Another is that O Cosmos was the overall project name which included the Heartland exhibit and several distinguished lectures. There is a reference to the first possibility in a press release, so it is probable that is the case. The differences in years could be typographical errors that were made at the time. Beyond that, we did not find any more information on this. It appears that the Heartland exhibit evolved after work had begun on the O Cosmos project.

Other discrepancies are now apparent with the benefit of hindsight. For example, Crystal Palace Banquets is variously listed as being in Des Plaines, Park Ridge, and Mount Prospect. As of this writing, Crystal Palace is located in Mount Prospect. I have included the location as it appeared in the source material. There are instances where there is conflicting information concerning titles, dates, and venues of various events. Again, I have relied on the source material being cited.

Although every effort was made to be as accurate and comprehensive as possible, there are gaps. For instance, most of my copies of GACS meeting minutes and other files, as described elsewhere in this book, are gone and no other copies have surfaced; thus, a wealth of information that would have been helpful may be lost forever. My files related to the early years of the GANHC are also gone. Elaine wasn’t able to locate her copies for this period either. For the GANHC, this is particularly evident between 1988 and 1994. These years were busy times for the GANHC as it was considering or working on the Foster and Pulaski, Dunning, North Park Village, and Rosehill cemetery properties. The committee spent considerable time and expense on the North Park Village property, and it is a shame we don’t have more information from this period. The National Hellenic Museum only had a handful of items related to this period. 

We reviewed what the National Hellenic Museum had archived, and as of July 2023, they had little from the period we were looking for. It is worth noting that visiting the Museum was difficult in 2020, 2021, and 2022, due to COVID-19 pandemic closings and restrictions so our ability to access their archives was limited. There were similar restrictions (rightfully so) in being able to visit the nursing home during this period, which had an impact on my ability to access records and take updated pictures. Although additional details in certain areas would have been helpful, they do not detract from the overall story.

Listings in the “Who’s Who” sections are based on roles within the organizations and people may be listed more than once under different categories or with both organizations. Unfortunately, the passing of years has caused some details to fade. In those cases, I have included the name but may not be able to recall details about their involvement. Although the listings of donors, staff, and volunteers are extensive, they are not all-inclusive. The list is based on our collective memories so many years later and information available from files, media, and ephemera that Elaine and I had in our collections. Additional information was gleaned through research from a variety of sources. I have strived to be as accurate and inclusive as possible, but given gaps in available records or memories, some may have been missed. If that is the case, I apologize in advance. Many played a role in the story of GACS and GANHC in large and small ways and they all receive appreciation.

The profound legacy of GACS in adhering to the Hellenic ideals of philotimo* and philoxenia* occurred during a time of cultural renaissance in our omogenia. It was rooted in exploring, understanding, celebrating, and preserving the Greek American experience and in providing help to the elders who paved the way and those in need. 

Greek-American Community Services...

	Connected Greek Americans in Illinois and beyond, through cultural appreciation and preservation, and social service endeavors.

	Spearheaded efforts to explore, preserve, celebrate, and understand the Greek American experience through unique and far-ranging programs in the arts and humanities involving many of the community’s best, brightest, and most talented artists, scholars, and humanists. 

	Collaborated with other Greek American churches and organizations to bring humanities, arts, and educational programming to the community. 

	Initiated greater inter-ethnic and multi-cultural cooperation, communication, and understanding.

	Participated in efforts that led to significant improvements in social service delivery systems for vulnerable ethnic elderly.

	Provided vital support and assistance to countless individuals that improved or enhanced their quality of life and well-being with a particular focus on older adults.

	Supported efforts to establish adult day care for the elderly as a viable care option in the eldercare continuum.

	Helped nurture an unprecedented multi-ethnic coalition focused on the needs of limited and non-English speaking elderly.

	Launched a movement that established the second nursing home in the United States to be owned and operated by and for the Greek community.
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Philotimo
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“Philotimo, at its core, is about goodness, selflessness, giving without wanting anything in return and the force that drives individuals to think about the people and the world around them.” (1)
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Philoxenia
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“The Greek word Philoxenia, literally translated as a ‘friend to a stranger,’ is widely perceived to be synonymous with hospitality.

For Greeks, it is much deeper than that. It is an unspoken cultural law that shows generosity and courtesy to strangers.

Philoxenia today can be as simple as a smile, helping a stranded motorist, buying a meal for a homeless person, or opening your home to friends and family.” (2)

(1) “Philotimo, One Greek Word Packed with So Much Meaning, It Can’t Be Defined.” Greek City Times. October 22, 2018. Accessed July 31, 2023. https://greekcitytimes.com/2018/10/22/philotimo-one-greek-word-packed-with-defined/.

(2) Kokkinidis, Tasos. “Philoxenia: The Ancient Roots of Greek Hospitality.” Greek Reporter. July 6, 2023. Accessed July 31, 2023. https://greekreporter.com/2023/07/06/philoxenia-the-ancient-roots-of-greek-hospitality/.
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Part 1

Charting the Course 
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On a cold and snowy evening in December 1982, a small and eclectic group of Greek Americans gathered over coffee in the back room of the Elysion Restaurant in Chicago’s Budlong Woods neighborhood to discuss unmet needs within Chicago’s Greek community. The conversation was lively and wide-ranging with an array of concerns and ideas being discussed.

It became apparent that the needs of our community’s older adults were of primary concern. They had come to this country from the patrida (homeland) and worked hard to acclimatize to their new surroundings, raise families and earn a living. As they entered their golden years, they found themselves not only dealing with the usual problems of growing older but also those confronted by most immigrant elders. Seniors were culturally and socially isolated. Many spoke little or no English and were unfamiliar with American culture and customs. When in need of help, other than the Hellenic Foundation, there were few places that they could go to and find someone who spoke their language and shared their cultural values.

All agreed that the Hellenic Foundation was providing valuable services to the community; however, there were still areas of concern that were not being addressed. Key among them was the need for a nursing home that would focus primarily on the needs of the Greek elderly. Other areas of discussion were the need for an array of community services and cultural programs that focused on the Greek American community. The Hellenic Foundation did not offer cultural programming. Research in identifying the specific needs of the community was also deemed important since it would enable us to better understand and respond to areas of concern.

The initial guest list for this meeting included: Dr. Theodosis Kioutas, a  medical doctor who was active within the Greek community; Thalia Jameson, a teacher at Chapin Elementary School; Helen Geocaris, wife of the highest-ranking Greek American elected official in Chicago (John Geocaris, 40th Ward Democratic ward committeeman); Jim Heliotes, a supervisor with the Chicago Department of Streets and Sanitation; Polyzoes “Pol” Gavaris, proprietor of the Elysion Restaurant; Charles Mouratides, editorial director, Lerner Newspapers; Jean Kaporis, a community elder who was actively involved in her church (Annunciation Cathedral); Ethel Kotsovos, a social worker who had worked for the Hellenic Foundation; Anna Manos, a legal secretary; and Toni Panos, a medical secretary who was active in several Greek organizations including the Daughters of Penelope. A snowstorm that evening reduced attendance.

Since this is the meeting that started it all, the complete minutes are reprinted below. 


Greek-American Community Services of Chicago

Planning Committee Meeting



Tuesday, December 14, 1982, Elysion Restaurant, 2800 W. Foster Ave

The meeting was called to order at 6:45 p.m.

Present: John Psiharis. Elaine Thomopoulos, Dr. Theodosis Kioutas,

Jim Heliotes, and Pol Gavaris.



John opened the meeting by proposing that an agency to serve the Greek-American community should be organized. He sighted the lack of services being provided to Greek Americans and the need for our community to become united. He stated that the proposed agency would not duplicate services already offered but will supplement them, and in no way compete with the Hellenic Foundation.

Dr. Kioutas thought that services were scant and agreed. Dr. Kioutas brought up cases to illustrate his point that the Greek elderly-especially those in nursing homes- do not have adequate services:

Mrs. H – moved from Hollywood House to Lake Land Nursing Home. Hollywood House could not care for her adequately. Now she is isolated at the nursing home and has no one to talk to or no way to communicate with the staff.

Mrs. D. – who had lived in Hollywood House – is currently in Illinois Masonic Hospital. She will have to move to a nursing home. She has spinal arthritis and cannot function on her own.

Dr. Kioutas felt that a nursing home should be considered as a goal for G.A.C.S.C.

Pol and Jim felt that Hollywood House was primarily for the richer Greeks and that no facilities existed for those that could not afford the high rents. 

According to Elaine, the only other known agency helping Greeks in the U.S. (besides the Hellenic Foundation) is H.A.N.A.C. in New York. She suggested that we should not limit services to Chicago.

The consensus is that we should not limit the board to being of Greek background but that our services be directed to the Greek-American community. Pol felt that we should also get involved in cultural affairs.

John reported on his conversation with Father Kaloudis (Holy Trinity) who said that he was eager to help us and may be interested in providing us with office space. We would have to submit a written request to their Board. If they approve it, then the Bishop would also have to approve it.

Dr. Kioutas suggested that we contact a few board members in advance to explain our ideas (Chris Demopoulos and Mike Pontikes). He also suggested that we ask Father Kaloudis to act as an advisor.

After discussion, it was the consensus of the group that we should wait until after we are incorporated before we talk to anyone. After incorporation, we should talk to the Hellenic Foundation about how we can work together. Jim added that Holy Trinity is in the 36th Ward. 

John stated that we must first write bylaws before we can incorporate. Dr. Kioutas suggested that his wife Anna (an attorney) could help us with the legal wording.

John and Elaine were selected to write a rough draft of the bylaws, to be reviewed at our next meeting.

Other people to be asked to join include Sam Kostogiannes, nominated by Pol, and seconded by Jim. Approved. Pol will ask. Thalia Jameson, nominated by John, seconded by Elaine. Approved. John will ask. Other names mentioned as people who may be interested in this project include Chris Demopoulos, President, Holy Trinity (Dr. Kioutas and John), Gus Contos, C.P.A. (Jim and Pol). Peter Panagoulias, a professor (Dr. Kioutas and Pol).

Recommendations included the following:


	Co-chair people – rather than one officer will serve as chief executives.

	Dr. Kioutas suggested: Officers should have two successive two-year terms at most in the same position. John felt that there should not be a restriction if the officers are doing a good job.

	Pol suggested that we include non-board members to serve on committees as consultants. If these people perform well, they may be placed on the board. All agreed.

	The purposes of the organization may include: 	Health and consumer education (lectures, health fairs, Tel-Med, etc.)

	Legal Assistance

	Immigration and Naturalization

	Housing for Greeks

	Education (tutoring, etc.)

	Social Services (not those done by the Hellenic Foundation)





All agreed that the agency should remain non-political.

Jim reported that according to the 1980 census, 23,000 Greeks reside in Chicago and that 1,500 registered voters live in the 40th Ward.

Pol allowed us to use the restaurant as the mailing address for correspondence

The next meeting will be held on Friday, January 14 at 6:30 p.m.

The meeting was adjourned by John at 8:45 p.m. 


According to Elaine’s handwritten notes of the January 14, 1983 meeting:  


The meeting convened at 7:15 p.m. In attendance were John Psiharis, Elaine Thomopoulos, Polyzoes Gavaris, Jim Heliotes, Sam Kostogiannes, and Steve Kapsalis. Absent: Thalia Jameson.

John opened the meeting by stating we needed to raise some funds to cover initial fees, such as filing fees and postage for the various applications needed for incorporation. Jim Heliotes suggested that once elections are held and a treasurer is selected, each board member should contribute $25.00. The motion was approved.

Sam suggested that we have seven officers: a president, two vice presidents, a secretary, an assistant secretary, a treasurer, and an assistant treasurer. The motion was approved. 

The idea of having two co-chairmen rather than one principal officer was discussed and John was asked to look into it. Sam suggested that we look into designing a logo for GACS.

It was decided that the selection of new members of the planning committee will be accepted into the group only after his/her nomination is approved by all members of the planning committee. This should occur before the new member attends their first meeting.

The remainder of the meeting was devoted to reviewing the by-laws submitted by John and Elaine. Dr. Kioutas said his secretary would be willing to type the second draft of the by-laws, and that John should call him Monday afternoon to make arrangements. His wife will then review for legal wording. The next meeting will be on Tuesday, February 8, 1983, at 6:30 p.m. Meeting was adjourned at 10:15 p.m.


By the end of the meeting, there was agreement that our group should move forward with these conversations and plan to establish a not-for-profit organization that would address these needs. The initial name considered was Greek-American Social Services. After Pol mentioned that the acronym would be GASS, we chose Greek-American Community Services instead. The hyphen between Greek and American was discussed and it was decided to keep it since our goal was to link these two cultures. It was also decided that services, although Greek-focused, should be available to anyone who needed assistance. Dr. Kioutas spoke of it as a way of enhancing the image of the Greek community within the broader community in the same way Catholic Charities, Council for Jewish Elderly, or Lutheran Social Services of Illinois did. 

It was agreed that our scope would not be limited to the Chicago region. We planned to expand our footprint into other areas of the country when the opportunity arose. 

During subsequent meetings, discussions continued, and initial participants invited others to join the conversation.  The logistics of creating an organization became a primary topic. Although most of us were involved in various organizations in one fashion or another, few had an understanding of what needed to take place for us to become a full-fledged organization. A board of directors was created, and officers were elected. Bylaws would need to be written and incorporation papers filed.

Article I of the bylaws defined the purpose of the organization as follows: “Greek-American Community Services has been organized to operate exclusively for charitable purposes, in providing services to the Greek Communities including but not limited to:

	Community Services

	Social Services

	Housing

	Cultural

	Research regarding Greece and its heritage and other programs designed to meet the growing needs of the Greek American Community as decided by the Board of Directors from time to time.”


In February, officers were elected, and the bylaws were reviewed. I was elected president and Elaine became vice president; however, we worked in tandem as equals. Anna Manos agreed to serve as treasurer, and Helen Geocaris assumed the duties of secretary. John Geocaris offered us a desk in his ward office on Lawrence Avenue above the Family House restaurant, which was used as our initial address. Stationery was ordered from Liberty Press.

At the March 8 meeting, the Board voted to adopt the by-laws, and the Articles of Incorporation were signed for submission to the state of Illinois. A summer tutoring program was also discussed.

Once the documents were completed, they were submitted to the Illinois Secretary of State and the Cook County Recorder of Deeds. A complicated application to the Internal Revenue Service to request 501c (3) tax exemption would then need to be completed. A bank account was established at Commercial National Bank. The initial treasury was composed of $100 donations from each board member. 

The minutes of the May 11, 1983, GACS Board meeting at the Elysion Restaurant, as submitted by Elaine:


The meeting was called to order at 7:00 p.m. Members present included Pol Gavaris, Thalia Jameson, James Heliotes, John Psiharis, Elaine Thomopoulos, Toni Panos, and Anna Manos. Dr. Kioutas and Sam Kostogiannes were out of town. Pol Gavaris had to leave the meeting early. Pol reported that Steve Kapsalis is no longer interested in serving on the board. Elaine volunteered to contact Sam Kostogiannes to find out if he is still interested in serving on the board. It was noted that he has missed several meetings.

John Psiharis moved that the Greek-American Community Services incorporate. Elaine Thomopoulos seconded the motion. The motion was passed unanimously.



[image: image]





























[image: image][image: image]



































John Psiharis moved that Anna Manos be accepted as a new member of the board. Thalia seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.

Elaine Thomopoulos moved that Terri Tzakis be accepted onto the Greek-American Community Services Committee if she is interested. She reported that Terri was recommended by Thalia Jameson and is active in Soteria. Thalia Jameson seconded the motion, and the motion was passed unanimously. 

Thalia Jameson nominated Stella Adinamis Cuthbert. John seconded the motion which was passed unanimously. Sonia Arvanites was nominated by Elaine Thomopoulos and seconded by John Psiharis. The motion passed unanimously. 

Bill Zane was nominated by Elaine Thomopoulos and seconded by James Heliotes. The motion passed unanimously. 

Elaine Godellas was nominated by Elaine Thomopoulos and seconded by John Psiharis. The motion was passed unanimously.

Lou Mitchell was nominated by Toni Panos, second by John Psiharis. The motion was passed unanimously. 

The Greek-American Community Services unanimously agreed that we should express our thanks to Pol Gavaris for the use of the Elysion Restaurant banquet room. It was agreed that meetings be held on Tuesday, Wednesday, or Friday and that if by chance the restaurant was ever not available, our alternate site would be the 40th Ward Office at the N/W corner of Maplewood and Peterson.

Elaine Thomopoulos suggested that copies of the board members' addresses and minutes of our meetings be distributed to the committee members.

Elaine Thomopoulos moved that we develop a prospective member application form. John Psiharis seconded the motion, which was passed unanimously. John Psiharis, Elaine Thomopoulos, and Anna Manos volunteered to design this form. John Psiharis was selected to collect money for incorporation. The meeting was adjourned at 8:30 p.m.


The GACS Nursing Home Committee was established during a June 28, 1983, meeting held at the Elysion Restaurant. According to the meeting minutes, the members present were Charles Mouratides, Jim Heliotes, Anna Manos, Elaine Thomopoulos, Toni Panos, and John Psiharis. 


Elaine presented a detailed report on her visit to the Hellenic Nursing Home in Boston three years ago.

Charles Mouratides suggested being a liaison with existing nursing homes. Elaine pointed out the problem of control regarding administration. Jim Heliotes suggested contacting hospitals regarding the nursing home idea to rent facilities in hospitals. Elaine pointed out her contact about four years ago with Swedish Covenant Hospital and how expensive it is since Medicaid only pays part of the expenses. Elaine suggested the St. Peter and Paul Northside group and the Japanese American Service Committee who have already explored the idea.

Possible hospitals to contact include Swedish Covenant, Ravenswood, Northwest, Thorek, Bethany, Edgewater, and Forkosh. Charles suggested exploring if they can offer “free care.”

Elaine Thomopoulos, John Psiharis, and Charles Mouratides will be on the Nursing Home Committee. John will ask Dr. Kioutas if he is interested in being on the committee and serving as chairman. The consensus was that we explore the nursing home as a goal.

Other suggestions were: Preventive health programs as a possibility. John said that the Illinois Consultation of Ethnicity in Education offers consultation on how to set up speaking engagements and media coverage. Anna Manos volunteered to help with the tax-exempt forms.


The notice for the August 23 meeting, handwritten by Elaine, included the following: “John Yonan, Executive Director of the Assyrian Universal Alliance Foundation will speak about the proposed purchase of a nursing home by the Assyrian Foundation including how this is financed. He will also discuss the possibility of there being a Greek wing in this nursing home.”

GACS was officially incorporated as a not-for-profit corporation within the State of Illinois on September 2, 1983. Once that was granted, we were able to apply for a 501(c)3 tax exemption. The IRS granted the final determination that GACS was exempt in January 1986.

A meeting notice that I sent for the October 11, 1983, board meeting stated “Our guest speaker will be Mr. William Smith, Jr., attorney at law, who is considered to be one of the top nursing home lawyers in the state. Mr. Smith serves as legal counsel to the Illinois Association of Homes for the Aged, the Evangelical Retirement Homes of Greater Chicago, and the Life Care Services of Des Moines, Iowa. He will discuss the legal and financial aspects of obtaining financing and running a nursing home. The agenda will include the following: Approval of minutes from the last meeting; guest speaker – Mr. William Smith, Jr; an update on articles of incorporation; discussion on touring nursing homes; discussion on tax-exemption papers; discussion on future plans; old business; new business. Dr. Kioutas joins Elaine and me in urging all Board members to attend this very important meeting. The input and presence of every board member is imperative to the success of GACS. It’s time to move towards making our dream of a united Greek community a reality.”

Harry Milakis, an experienced fundraiser with the City of Hope, helped GACS to develop a fundraising plan and joined the nursing home committee to lend his expertise to that project as well. During an early meeting, he helped synthesize our lofty vision into what became the GACS motto, “Working to Preserve our Heritage.” An early Christmas fundraising appeal letter that Harry crafted included a bookmark emblazoned with the GACS name and motto bordered by the Greek key. Unfortunately, Harry passed away from cancer too soon, but his motto lived on throughout the years of GACS. 

In the coming months, we continued the process of establishing the organization and began to look at ways we could put our mission into practice. In the coming years, these initial efforts would lead to groundbreaking achievements in the Greek American community.

Despite lackluster support from some in the community’s “leadership,” which made it more difficult to raise funds or move the organization’s vision forward, Greek-American Community Services persevered and blossomed into a respected and successful organization that launched pioneering social services, innovative cultural programs and laid the groundwork for establishing the first Greek American nursing home in the Midwest and the second in the nation. 

This is the story of how a determined group of individuals from different walks of life came together to establish GACS and in turn, enrich the lives of thousands within the omogenia. GACS, honoring the ancient Greek axiom of leaving the community better and stronger than we found it, set the bar. Now it is up to future generations to preserve, nurture, and build upon this legacy of accomplishment.

Throughout the two-plus decades that are the focus of this book, the story of GACS provides a backdrop of Chicago’s Greek community during a time of assimilation, ethnic pride, and increased cultural awareness. This is a testament to all who played a part in Greek-American Community Services and the Greek-American Nursing Home Committee through their generous donations of time, talent, and treasure, and in many other ways, that helped transform Chicago’s Greek American community in the later years of the 20th century. 
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Part 2

Greek-American Community Services
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Early on, GACS organized monthly community education lectures focused on health topics, screenings, benefits, and legal matters, in cooperation with the St. Demetrios Church Young at Heart Group. This senior citizens club met twice weekly (Tuesdays and Thursdays) in the church’s Panousis Room to socialize, play bingo and cards, and share coffee and desserts. About 80 seniors attended the meetings. 

The lectures were presented in the Greek language by doctors, pharmacists, lawyers, and other professionals. Programs included screenings and lectures on topics such as diabetes, cholesterol, and the importance of a will. A few of the speakers were: Fran Mitilianos from the local Social Security office; Helen Georges from the Illinois Department of Public Aid; Roxanne Xenakis from the Chicago Department on Aging Levy Senior Center; Jim Demos and Genia Saveas from the Chicago Department of Human Services; Dr. Peter Chiakulas and Dr. George Dalianis on podiatry and Dr. John Panton on cataracts and glaucoma. Mary Ann Conrick of the Chicago Hearing Society provided hearing screenings and a lecture entitled “I Can Hear, But I Can’t Understand,” and Dr. Demetrios Trakas spoke on “Stress and Aging: What You Should Know.”

Other programs included: Nestor “Lefty” Chakonas, a Chicago Police Department commander, who provided safety tips and distributed safety alert bracelets to the seniors. Theo Theodoratos and Barbara Nicpan, director of the Levy Center, spoke on “City Services Available to Senior Citizens through the Chicago Department on Aging and Disability.” Angelike Mountanis from the Hellenic Foundation annually spoke to the seniors about the Circuit Breaker Senior Tax Assistance program and assisted them in completing the application. Tom Chiampas, a community representative for the Chicago Transit Authority (CTA), came annually to help seniors obtain CTA senior citizens' reduced fare cards. John Geocaris, the 40th Ward Democratic Party committeeman, and Alderman Patrick J. O’Connor visited on occasion to discuss matters of concern with the seniors. Kathy Byrne, daughter of former Chicago mayor Jane Byrne, visited on a campaign stop during her mother’s campaign for re-election. Dr. Kioutas was a frequent visitor speaking on various health matters and providing updates to the seniors on the progress of the nursing home project. One example was a lecture he gave on hypertension followed by blood pressure screening from Vital Measurements Home Health Care. Another program was a brown bag lecture on pharmaceuticals by pharmacist George Akrivos. Participants were asked to bring any medications and supplements they were taking in a brown bag so that he could advise them about any possible side effects or concerns. In December 1986, GACS hosted glaucoma and cataract screening by doctors John and Peter Panton. 

During this time, GACS co-sponsored a literacy program for senior citizens at St. Demetrios Church. The ESL program was operated by the AUAF and funded through a grant from the state of Illinois that Elaine had written for them. The Literacy Volunteers of Chicago was also a co-sponsor. The classes preceded the twice-per-week Young at Heart senior citizen’s group meeting. An undated draft document, handwritten by Elaine, reported that 15 Greek elderly registered to take part in the classes. Some were in the country for over 40 years; others had just recently arrived. Participants were in their 60s, 70s, and 80s. Volunteer tutors taught in both one-to-one and small-group settings. Included in the report were quotes from two of the senior participants: “When asked why she wanted to learn to read and write English, an 84-year-old woman replied, ‘So I can respond to my granddaughter’s letters. and can write more than what I do now, ‘I love you.’ Another explained, ‘When I was a new bride of 24 years of age, my husband would not let me attend school. Now, again I have an opportunity to learn.’”

During the holidays the Pan Laconian Federation supported our efforts to provide Thanksgiving and Christmas food boxes that were delivered by GACS volunteers to needy families. Alice Buzanis organized a food drive out of her mother’s store. Her mother Kiki owned Chic Alterations and Designs, a small dressmaking store at 4910 North Lincoln Avenue which served as both the collection point and staging area for the drive. The food was put into boxes and delivered by volunteers to needy families that were known to GACS. About 25 households annually received holiday meals.

I recall delivering a few of these boxes in my car and have a vivid memory of carrying food to an attic unit above the third floor of a three-flat to an elderly lady near Argyle and Rockwell. When she opened the door I noticed that her apartment was empty and dark except for a folding chair and table and burning candles under an icon of the Virgin Mary. A rollaway bed was in the corner. A Greek radio program played in the background. She was advanced in years but was very proud of her home. She was close to 90, had poor eyesight, and wore thick-lensed glasses. She offered to make me coffee which I respectfully declined because I had other deliveries to make. It seemed as though she never had visitors and didn’t want me to leave. The neighbors below were her only contacts. They checked in on her and did grocery shopping for her when they could. I’ll never forget her tears of joy and thanks for the food, and more importantly, the visit.

On May 17-18, 1985, Elaine was invited to be a discussant for a paper entitled “The Significance of Language and Cultural Barriers for the Euro-American Elderly,” at the National Conference on Euro-American Elderly held at The Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C. It was sponsored by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Office of Human Development Services – Administration on Aging. Elaine recalls, “I took both Diana and Chris to the conference, although I had a babysitter when I was a respondent to the presentation. What a fun time. Diana really helped in taking care of her baby brother and navigating the subway system. During dinner












	Illinois Humanities Council for $10,000 to organize a two-day conference entitled ‘Strains on Ethnic Pride, Conflicts Between the New and Old Immigrants in the Greek and Assyrian Communities,’ a joint venture with the Assyrian Universal Alliance Foundation. John reported that 34 high-caliber speakers will participate and an active planning committee developed the program. The committee included several humanists. Extensive media coverage is planned. He hoped that GACS could go ahead with this program even if funding is not approved by IHC. A decision will be made in May.

	Chicago Department of Human Services through the Community Development Block Grant program, for $24,700 to initiate a youth tutoring program using high school tutors to help grade school children.

	Illinois Department on Aging for $17,000 to write and publish a manual on model programs serving the ethnic elderly. The manual would focus on ten different ethnic communities. Social service organizations within these communities that agreed to write parts of the manual are Metropolitan Chicago Coalition on Aging, Assyrian Universal Alliance Foundation, Council for Jewish Elderly, Japanese American Service Committee, Lutheran Social Services of Illinois, Casa Central, Korean American Community Services, Lithuanian Human Services, and the Association of Indo-Chinese Refugees.

	Progress is being made in preparing a $35-40,000 proposal for the Chicago Department on Aging and Disability for a Greek/Assyrian nutrition site.

	A grant for $2,800 was received from the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs to organize a fall film festival on the Greeks in America. DePaul University’s Greek club and Andy Kopan are helping to organize the program.
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